Snow cover occurrence in the German-Polish lowlands during the third decade of December in years 1971-2000 was investigated. Synoptic maps and anomaly composite maps for the days with snowfalls and for the thaw days have been constructed based on the daily sea level pressure and 500 hPa geopotential heights data. The decrease in the snow cover depth is related to lows over the east Atlantic and west Europe, causing southwesterly airflow. Three types of circulation favourable for snow cover formation have been distinguished, using the k-means cluster analysis. Two of them cause air advection from the north. The third type is characterized by high pressure gradient and a dynamic, deep low shifting from the west to central Europe. 
Introduction
Snow cover is not a permanent winter phenomenon in central European lowlands. It is considered to be ephemeral in the western part of central Europe. However, it seems to play a very important role not only from the climatological point of view. Short but strong snow storms taking place in Germany and Western Europe in the end of November 2005 and their economic outcomes justify research into the snow cover occurrence in that area at the beginning of winter.
Numerous studies have shown that the large-scale circulation patterns associated with air masses of specific temperature and humidity, influence winter snow conditions. The relationships between the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) index and the annual number of days with snow cover or snow depth are statistically significant in central Europe (CLARK et al., 1999; BEDNORZ, 2002 BEDNORZ, , 2004 but they fade away towards the east. GUT-ZLER and ROSEN (1992) have found that the NAO-like teleconnection pattern is the only such pattern exhibiting appreciable correlations with anomalies of snow cover * Author's address: Department of Climatology, Adam Mickiewicz University, 61-680 Poznań, Dzięgielowa 27, Poland, e-mail: ewabedno@amu.edu.pl extent over Europe. CLARK et al. (1999) have proved significant decreases in the snow cover extending over the 'active' regions of central Europe during the positive NAO extremes. Changes in the European snow extent have also been observed during other circulation patterns, such as the Eurasian Type 1 and the Siberian (CLARK et al., 1999) .
The aim of this study is to determine the daily relationships between snow cover and circulation on the small temporal and spatial scale. This kind of closer analysis may be helpful in recognising circumstances of snow cover appearance at the beginning of winter and its forecasting. The study is meant as a preliminary research; future studies will cover the entire winter season and a larger area of central Europe.
Data and methods
In order to answer the question posed in the title: 'A White Christmas or a Christmas Thaw?' the last decade of December (21-30) was taken into consideration. It is the third decade of winter (often considered in climatology as a period from December to February) and the Christmas Day falls on the middle of it. Daily data of snow cover depth in five German (Schleswig, RostockWarnemünde, Hamburg, Braunschweig, Potsdam) and
